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LINCOLN’S COURIER: JOHN L. WORDEN’S
MISSION TO FORT PICKENS
Edited by JAMES P. J ONES
HE SPRING OF 1861 was a time of decision-making for the
newly installed Lincoln administration. First on the agenda
was the reinforcement and supply of Ft. Sumter, but an equally
grave problem involved Ft. Pickens in Pensacola harbor. For
several months a truce arranged between two members of President Buchanan’s cabinet and Confederate military authorities had
been in force. This truce was an agreement not to reinforce
Pickens if the Confederates promised not to attack. 1 By March,
1861, Lincoln, Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles, and General Winfield Scott were growing concerned over the Pensacola
situation. The Pickens garrison remained pitifully inadequate
and, though they had not attacked, rebel forces on the mainland
were increasing daily in strength and belligerency. 2
As the national crisis worsened, the Navy Department dispatched units to the waters off Santa Rosa Island, on which Ft.
Pickens was situated. Aboard one of these ships, the U.S.S.
Brooklyn, was an army detachment commanded by Captain Israel
Vogdes. In March, Vogdes received orders from General Scott
to land his troops and reinforce Pickens, but the senior naval
officer present, Captain Henry A. Adams, demurred. 3 The Scott
order was confusing to Adams, a naval officer unwilling to break
the Pickens truce at the command of the chief of another branch
of the service. Not sure that he had acted wisely, Adams sent

1. The truce had been arranged in January between Joseph Holt, Secretary of War, and Isaac Toucey, Secretary of the Navy in Buchanan’s
cabinet, and Stephen Mallory, Senator from Florida and soon to be
Confederate Secretary of the Navy. The entire text of the agreement is in Charles B. Boynton, The History of the Navy During the
Rebellion (New York, 1867-1868), I, 297-298.
2. The Pickens garrison of 25 men was commanded by Captain Adam
Slemmer and opposite him Confederate forces were being gathered
by General Braxton Bragg. For a discussion of the early days of the
Pickens crisis see: Edwin C. Bearss, “Civil War Operations in and
Around Pensacola,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVI (October,
1957), 125-165, and (January, 1961), 231-255.
3. See Gideon Welles, Diary (New York, 1911), I, 29, for a discussion
of the Adams decision.
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a messenger to his own superior, Navy Secretary Welles, asking
for instructions.
The courier, Lieutenant Washington Gwathmey, 4 arrived
in Washington on April 6th and the administration, irate at the
already disastrous loss of time in reinforcing the fort, decided to
send a messenger with orders clarifying the situation. With naval
officers defecting daily to the Confederacy, Welles had to be sure
of the man who would take the order. He chose Paymaster Etting
but, too ill to travel, Etting recommended Lieutenant John L.
Worden who had just arrived in Washington. Worden’s loyalty
was beyond doubt and he was quickly called to the Navy Department where Welles told him the nature of his mission and that
he must leave at once. Without hesitation, Worden accepted the
duty and was given the communication to Adams. In no uncertain terms Welles wrote:
Your dispatch of April 1 is received. The Department
regrets that you did not comply with the request of Captain
Vogdes to carry into effect the orders of General Scott sent
out by the Crusader under the orders of this Department.
You will immediately on the first favorable opportunity
after receipt of this order afford every facility to Captain
Vogdes by boats and other means to enable him to land the
troops under his command, it being the wish and intention of
the Navy Department to cooperate with the War Department
in that object. 5
Welles told Worden to commit the words to memory and destroy
the dispatch if an emergency presented itself. The morning of
the 7th, Worden crossed the Potomac and began his journey to
Pensacola.
John L. Worden, born in Westchester County, New York
in 1818, had been in the Navy since 1834. He had served with
the Brazil and Pacific Squadrons, and for four years was on duty
at the Naval Observatory. Worden saw service in the Mexican
War and from 1848 to 1861 spent most of his time with the
Mediterranean and Home fleets. A versatile officer, he was con4. Despite the fact that he was a Southern sympathizer, Gwathmey
delivered Adams’ message. As soon as he reached Washington he
resigned and joined the Confederate Navy. Welles, Diary, I, 29.
5. Official Records of Union and Confederate Armies in the War of the
Rebellion (Washington, 1880-1901), Ser. 1, IV, 110-111. Hereafter
cited as ORA.
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sidered able and loyal. For those reasons he was chosen for the
mission. 6
Long after the Civil War Worden, a retired admiral, jotted
down his reminiscences of the journey to Pensacola, and of his
subsequent capture and imprisonment. 7 This episode was of
great importance in the Union’s ability to hold Pickens throughout the war. It also brought Worden seven months in prison as
the Civil War’s first prisoner of war. Yet this mission was largely
forgotten in the great acclaim that came to Worden in 1862
when he commanded the Monitor in its epic struggle with the
Merrimac. In his old age, however, Worden decided to set down
his memories of the trip which was his first Civil War duty, and
established him as a model of perseverance in adversity. 8 His
seven months in an Alabama jail, a forgotten man, left him with
a score to settle. One writer has declared that “after seven
months . . . he was a man for desperate ventures, and perhaps
Department heads believed his months in durance would make
him extra-anxious to hit back at the people who had held him.
If they thought so, they were right.” 9
The Worden journal is in the John L. Worden Manuscript
Collection in the Lincoln Room of the Lincoln Memorial University. It is published with the university’s permission. 10
*
*
*
*
Sketch of my trip to Pensacola in 1861 as special messenger
from the Navy Department to Capt. Adams commanding naval
forces off that harbor.
On April 6, 1861, I reported, under orders, at the Navy
6. For biographical data on Worden see: Allan Westcott, “John Lorimer Worden,” Dictionary of American Biography (New York, 19281944), XX, 531; Clarence Edward Macartney, Mr. Lincoln’s Admirals (New York, 1956), 172-199; and William C. White and
Ruth White, Tin Can on a Shingle (New York, 1957).
7. Worden wrote this account sometime between his retirement in
1886 and his death in 1897.
8. For the problem of prisoner exchange in the early days of the war
see William B. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons (Columbus, Ohio,
1930).
9. Shelby Foote, The Civil War, A Narrative (New York, 1958), I,
259-260.
10. A microfilm copy of this journal is in the possession of the library
of the University of Kentucky.
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Department to Admiral Stringham 11 for special duty connected
with the “discipline and efficiency of the Naval service,” and
finding that a Squadron had just been ordered fitted out for
service on the Southern coast, to be commanded by Admiral
Stringham, I asked to be relieved from those orders and to be
assigned to duty afloat, which was granted and I was about to
return to my home to prepare for sea service. 12 That night, near
midnight, I was sent for by the Secretary of the Navy who informed me that he wanted me to go at once to Pensacola with
dispatches for Capt. Adams, commanding the Naval force off
that harbor. 13 I received the dispatch and the next morning left
in the first train via Richmond, arrived at Montgomery at about
10 p.m. April 9th and left the next morning, by the first train,
reaching Pensacola near midnight on that day. 14 On the next
morning, April 11th, I went to the wharf to get a boat to take
me down to the steamer Wyandotte commanded by Capt. Mullany 15 which was laying inside the harbor under a flag of truce,
when I was approached by a prominent citizen of Pensacola 16
who asked me if I was an officer of the Navy and I answered
that I was, and he then asked “of which Navy?” I replied, “The
U.S. Navy.” He then said that he required me to report to Genl.
Bragg 17 whose headquarters were at the Naval Hospital near
11. Admiral Silas Horton Stringham (1798-1876) entered the Navy in
1809 and fought in the War of 1812. When the Civil War began,
Stringham was given command of the North Atlantic Blockading
Squadron. Though successful on his command of an expedition to
Hatteras Inlet in 1861, Stringham, due to advanced age, spent the
rest of the war in semi-retirement in command of the Boston Navy
Yard.
1 2 . W o r d e n ’s h o m e w a s i n N e w Y o r k C i t y w i t h h i s w i f e t h e f o r m e r
Olivia Taffey.
13. Captain Adams commanded the force off Pensacola from the U.S.S.
Sabine. For most of the war Adams, promoted to commodore, was
superintendent of coal shipments for the Navy, stationed at Philadelphia.
14. Worden’s railroad route lay through Aquia Creek, Fredericksburg,
Richmond, and Lynchburg, Virginia; Bristol, Knoxville, and Cleveland, Tennessee; thence to Atlanta, Montgomery, and Pensacola.
15. Lieutenant J. R. Madison Mullany had just been named to command
the Wyandotte following the death of her commander on April 2.
Before the war was over, Mullany had risen to commander in command of ships in the blockade off Florida and Texas.
16. The “prominent citizen” was a Mr. LeBaron. ORA, Ser. 1, I 462-63.
17. Braxton Bragg (1817-1876) graduated from West Point in 1837
and served with distinction in the Seminole and Mexican Wars. In
March, 1861, he was named Brigadier General and given command
of Confederate forces between Pensacola and Mobile. Bragg’s subsequent Civil War record of command in the West is well known.
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Fort Pickens, and introduced me to a Confederate officer, who
he said would accompany me to the General’s quarters. He took
me to a steamer which took us down.
On the passage it was talked about on board that Genl. Bragg
was to send a body of soldiers over the Pickens that night to attack it, notwithstanding the quasi armistice which had been
agreed upon by both parties. 18 I came to the conclusion that,
if such was the case, he would not let me communicate with
Capt. Adams. ( O n my way down from Atlanta the cars were
filled with Confederate soldiers bound to Pensacola, who were
somewhat boisterous, and thinking that I might be arrested, I
went into the water closet, opened, read, and destroyed the dispatch.)
I had an interview with Genl. Bragg on that day, the 11th,
and stated to him that I had come, as a special messenger from
the Navy Dept. to communicate with Capt. Adams under the
arrangement agreed upon, and he wrote a pass and as he handed
it to me he said “I suppose you have a dispatch for Capt. Adams.”
I replied “not a written one General, but I have a verbal communication to take him from the Navy Dept.” Then, after a few
words of unimportant conversation, I left him and immediately
sought means for getting to the gunboat Wyandotte. It was blowing hard and I did not succeed in reaching her until 4 o’clock
p.m., but her commander Lieut. Mullany, declined to take me
out to the squadron as the sea on the bar was so heavy as to
render it impracticable to cross it. On the next morning, April
12th, at 10 o’clock, the wind and sea having somewhat subsided,
the Wyandotte was gotten underway and took me out, and about
noon I communicated the orders of the Navy Dept. to Capt.
Adams, who handed me a despatch to the Secretary and directed
me to return to Washington with it. 19
I said to him that if he threw reinforcements into the Fort
that night, which he must do, that they would arrest me. He
said no, that as they had allowed me to come down, they would
permit me to return. That night Pickens was reinforced and
Genl. Bragg’s purpose of attacking it by escalade was frustrated
18. This is the Holt-Toucey-Mallory armistice.
19. Adams’ return dispatch was recognition of Worden’s arrival and an
assurance that Pickens would be reinforced as soon as possible.
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and the fort saved for the government. 20 (Pickens had but 25
men to defend it 21 and Adams landed the company of 269
22
artillery under Capt. Vodges, the marines of the squadron, 100
men, and a strong party off officers and seamen. Admiral Porter 23
in his Naval History claims that the arrival off the harbor on the
17th of the steamer Atlantic, with 600 troops, under command
of Genl. Brown, 24 and of the Powhatan under his command on
the 16th saved Pickens!!) 25
On the same day at 3 o’clock p.m. (April 12th) I left on the
Wyandotte and landed at the city of Pensacola, whence I took
the cars at 9 p.m. for Montgomery on my return towards Washington. On the next day (April 13th) at about 4 o’clock p.m.
I was arrested by 4 Confederate officers who came into the cars
at the first station south of Montgomery 26 and on our arrival at
the latter place the depot was surrounded by a large gathering of
excited people, it having been reported by the morning papers
20.

It is not certain that Bragg intended to attack the fort that night.
It is certain that the Vogdes-Adams reinforcement was an important
step in saving Pickens for the Union.
21. Commanded by Captain Slemmer.
22. In the margin Worden has written “Porter says 75 men,” were sent
into the fort at this time. See David D. Porter, The Naval History
of the Civil War (New York, 1886), 106. Israel Vogdes (18161876) graduated from West Point in Bragg’s class of 1837. He had
seen service in Florida and on the frontier and in April, 1861,
was serving as an artillery captain in Florida. In October, 1861,
Vodges was captured near Pensacola. Released in 1862, he later
served in Florida, Virginia, and North Carolina. He was advanced
to brigadier.
23. D a v i d D i x o n P o r t e r ( 1 8 1 3 - 1 8 9 1 ) j o i n e d t h e N a v y i n 1 8 2 9 a n d
served all over the world for the next 32 years. He was named a
commander in April, 1861, and figured in the plans for relieving
Sumter and Pickens. From 1861 to 1865 Porter’s role was an active
one. His most famous activities being at New Orleans and in the
ill-fated Red River campaign. See Porters Naval History mentioned
above.
Harvey
Brown (1796-1874) was an 1818 graduate of West Point.
24.
He had seen action in the Seminole and Mexican Wars and was
put in command of a reinforcement landed at Pickens in April,
1861. From April 16, 1861, until February 25, 1862, he commanded the fort.
25. This passage by Worden is indicative of the bitterness that developed
between participants in this campaign. Boynton’s The History of the
Navy During the Rebellion supports the claim by Worden and
Vogdes that the troops put ashore on the night of the 12th are due
the credit for saving the fort. Porter, on the other hand, minimizes
that effort and places greater emphasis on the landings of the 16th
and 17th in which he participated. See Porter, Naval History,
100-106.
26. Greenville, Alabama.
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that I was a spy. 27 The officers who had me in charge surrounded me and rushed me through the crowd to a carriage on the
other side of the platform, and took me to the Adjt. General’s office where I was detained until 9 o’clock p.m. when I was placed
in charge of a Mr. McGiboney 28 who I think was a deputy
marshal, and who kept me in his rooms until Monday, April
15th, when he received instructions to put me as a prisoner in
the city jail, 29 where I was kept until Nov. 13, 1861 when by
direction of the Secretary of War 30 I was paroled and directed
to report, without delay, to Adjt. Genl. Cooper at Richmond. 31
I left Montgomery on the 14th and arrived at Richmond on the
16th and reported on the same evening, to the Adjt. Genl. who
furnished me with a letter from Mr. Benjamin, the Secretary of
32
War, to Genl. Huger, commanding at Norfolk. The next day
(18th) Genl. [Huger] sent me under a flag of truce to Admiral
Goldsborough 33 at Hampton Roads, with a communication informing him that in accordance with their agreement I was sent
27. There is no mention in the Montgomery press on the morning of
April 13 of Worden as a spy. It was not until April 15 that the
Montgomery Daily Advertiser mentioned Worden and not until the
19th that the Montgomery Confederation broke the news. What had
brought the city’s population into the streets on the 13th was news
of the firing on Sumter the night before. The Daily Advertiser reported, “The people seemed wild with excitement and congregated
around the telegraph office in vast numbers.”
28. Gus McGiboney was a local law enforcement official. Montgomery
Daily Advertiser, July 3, 1861.
2 9 . O n A p r i l 1 5 W o r d e n ’s f a t e w a s d e c i d e d i n G e n e r a l O r d e r s N o . 4
(which held that “having been detected in conveying secret communications of a hostile character . . . . [he] will be imprisoned
a n d h e l d a s a p r i s o n e r o f w a r u n t i l f u r t h e r o r d e r s . ” O R A , Ser.
2, III, 679.
30. Judah P. Benjamin (1811-1884), Senator from Louisiana, and
holder of three posts in the Confederate cabinet was, by November,
Jefferson Davis’ second Secretary of War.
31. Samuel Cooper (1798-1876) was a West Point graduate of 1815.
Cooper, the highest ranking officer in the Confederate Army, served
the entire war as adjutant and inspector general.
32. Benjamin Huger (1805-1877) graduated from West Point in 1825
and served in the Mexican War. He was named a Confederate
brigadier in June, 1861. Promoted to major general in October, he
commanded Confederate forces at Norfolk through 1861.
33. Louis Malesherbes Goldsborough (1805-1877) served in both the
Navy and the Army before the Civil War. From 1853 to 1857 he
was superintendent of the Naval Academy, and when war broke out
in 1861 he took command of the Atlantic Blockading Squadron. When
the squadron was divided in October he was given command of
the North Atlantic Blockading Squadron which was his position
during the negotiations for Worden’s freedom. He later saw service
i n N o r t h C a r o l i n a a n d V i r g i n i a . Goldsborough was a son-in-law
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to him on parole, and that as soon as Lieut. Wm. Sharpe 34 of
the Confederate Navy was sent to him my parole would be ended.
Lieut. Sharpe was sent at once to Norfolk by Adml. Goldsborough
and thus ended my imprisonment. 35
During my imprisonment several little incidents occurred
which go to show the unfriendly feeling towards me. Not long
after I was imprisoned the jailor died and as he was a mason a
large concourse of people assembled at his funeral, and as I was
sick at the time, Mr. McGiboney, who was always kind and considerate to me, suggested that I should go out to his quarters with
him. I accordingly went and on arrival at his rooms I said to
him that I did not wish to cause him any inconvenience and
therefore would pledge him my honor that, whilst with him, I
would not attempt to escape and he replied that then I could do
as I pleased and he left me alone most of the time and I used to
walk out on the outskirts of the town very frequently in the
morning. As I was returning, on one occasion, a common man
spoke to me and said that he was directed by the vigilance committee to say that I must return to the jail. Soon after Mr. McGiboney came in and expressed surprise and some indignation at
the interference with him and said he would see about it and
went out. A few hours afterward he came back to me and said
that it would be well for me to go back to the jail, which of course
I did, but he gave me no reason why he thought it necessary.
On another occasion a gentleman came to the jail, whilst I
was at breakfast, and enquired of the jailor if Lieut. Worden was
there and I said yes that was my name and he replied “excuse me
but you will hear from some parties.”
The morning papers of that morning had published a call for
of Virginian William Wirt, one-time Attorney-General of the United
States, and was engaged with Wirt in the late 1820’s in an attempt
to organize plantation communities near Tallahassee manned by
European immigrants.
34. At the beginning of the war, Sharpe was stationed at the Norfolk
Navy Yard. He resigned and joined the Confederate Navy and in
August, 1861, was taken prisoner at Hatteras Inlet. After being
exchanged for Worden, he served on the east coast throughout the
rest of the war.
35. The Worden-Sharpe exchange was not technically a prisoner exchange since the U. S. government had not yet begun exchange
policies later developed. Worden and Sharpe were simply paroled
at the same time. Reluctance to participate in exchanges was due
to the Lincoln administration’s fear that exchange might lead to
recognition of the Confederacy. See Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons.
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a meeting of citizens without stating the object of it, and the
jailor seemed to be impressed with the idea that it had reference
to me and said he would go out and see McGiboney about it and
called the turnkey and told him that if in his absence any crowd
gathered around the jail to keep the outer gate locked and to put
me in the lock up, which was Ironclad. When he returned he
said McGiboney said it was all right.
The next day the above inquiry was accounted for by the
fact that a servant girl coming into the jail with a server laden
with eatables of quite a tempting character and said that her mistress (mentioning her name) had received a letter from her
niece, who was living at Memphis, and was the widow of Capt.
Gardner, an old friend of mine and whose wife had been an
intimate friend of my wife’s in former years, asking her to send
me some tempting eatables. The young man who had made the
inquiry the day before was a son of the lady sending the things.
*

*

*

*

As Worden indicated, he was exchanged in November at
Norfolk. After a rest in New York with an anxious wife, Worden
returned to action as the Navy Department’s choice to command
John Ericson’s Monitor, then building in New York. His greatest
fame came as commander of the ironclad which revolutionized
naval warfare, but his 1861 service as the Lincoln administration’s courier to Ft. Pickens also brought change. It ended the
Pickens truce and ushered in the Civil War in Florida.
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